West Nile virus--an old virus learning new tricks?
West Nile virus (WNV) has spread across the United States causing annual outbreaks since its emergence in 1999. Although severe disease develops only in about 1% of infections, WNV has claimed a total of 564 lives in the 5 years from 1999 to 2003. Observation of flaccid paralysis due to WNV infection at a higher incidence than previously documented and the devastating mortality recorded in infected American bird species triggered concerns about a potentially enhanced virulence of this virus. Here we summarize recent observations made during the American outbreaks regarding host range and transmission modes of WNV, and discuss epidemiological aspects of the emergence of this pathogen in the new habitat.